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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores process-forward visual arts education in the
Greater Providence arts education community. The researcher
conducted interviews with arts educators as well as administrators
working within organizations guided by a “process-forward”
philosophy. Interview transcripts are analyzed to identify any
emergent themes of intended and actualized student learning
outcomes as w ell as other commonalities which exist among the
interviewed organizations. This investigation found that, within
these organizations, multiple, significant forms of student learning
outcomes were identified that extended well beyond any particular
aesthetic merits of the artistic products created by students.
The author calls, in this thesis, for a recalibration and expansion
of existing methods of assessing visual arts learning in order to take
greater account of process forward learning outcomes, which will,
the author argues, provide a much more comprehensive view of
what students gain through engaging in the visual arts.
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CHAPTER 1
SETTING THE STAGE

Statement of Inquiry
The title of my thesis came from a conversation I had with a friend, who was curious
as to why I decided to go to an arts university. Back in high school, I experienced a difficult
transition to the United States as a new immigrant, and I found art-making to be incredibly
rewarding, not because it resulted in beautiful products to relish in, but because the time
spent making art was in and of itself generative and grounding. It allowed me to gain
distance from the stress and negativity in my life so that I could rest and heal. At the end of
high school, I wanted to hold onto these special experiences, so I decided to apply to art
schools in pursuit of a lifestyle which I hoped would allow me to keep making and digesting
these unique art experiences - My primary motivation was never to hone my craft or to
make better objects. I just wanted to keep experiencing what I was experiencing. In my
conversation with my friend, I explained my decision this way: I ended up going into art,
because it seemed like the closest thing to my ideal field of studies. I would have just as
happily gone into counting pebbles. But, since counting pebbles wasn’t a class in high
school, yet art was, I was funneled into an art school.
As I developed this thesis, I realized that the phrase “Counting Pebbles Wasn’t Even a
Class in High School” captured the spirit of my inquiry with clarity and poetry. I am sincerely
perplexed about why counting pebbles couldn’t be a part of an arts curriculum. What
assumptions have we made about arts education to disqualify counting pebbles as art
making? And do such assumptions help or hinder our students? In this thesis, I make a case
for counting pebbles, as well as for a myriad of other practices to be included and indeed
centralized within visual arts education. I say this, even though such practices may not yield
artistic products that represent current aesthetic values or produce art products
conventionally considered beautiful. Yet, I contend that they still have concrete, positive
effects on students. These practices I speak of might include, for instance, knitting, cooking,
gardening, choir singing, haiku writing, furniture making, home decorating, pet grooming,
joke telling, sewing, outfit coordinating … and so on and so forth. For me, the primary goal
of visual arts education is not to improve the production quality of these things - we should
not be, in my view, focused on getting the haiku writer to write a better haiku. Rather, the
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priority here is to cultivate and augment the positive dispositions that the practitioners may
experience as a result of engaging in such creative activities. Eventually, I landed upon the
term “process-forward” arts education to describe a pedagogical philosophy which views
the art-making process as in and of itself generative. Process-forward arts education is
primarily concerned with cultivating embodied and long term benefits for the students
which goes far beyond the realm of artistic skills. Just like when it comes to counting
pebbles, the act of process-forward art-making is in and of itself considered to embody
meaning and experiential value, while the product of such an action may be viewed as
having a lesser importance.
The following questions inspire and sustain this thesis investigation:
•

How do students benefit from visual art education?

•

In what ways is visual arts education beneficial beyond the production of objects
deemed artistically or aesthetically valuable?

•

What may be the potential benefits of process-forward arts education?

•

In what ways can such process-forward benefits be perceived and evaluated?

•

In what ways are prevailing methods for evaluation effective for measuring these
benefits? And, if not, what needs to change?

Background and Setting
When I was 14 years old, my mother and I immigrated to the United States from
China. Leaving Shanghai, a vibrant and ever-changing metropolis, we moved to a bland,
suburban neighborhood situated at the Northern tip of Virginia. Compared to the size and
vivaciousness of Shanghai, I found my new surroundings to be stifling. This, coupled with
familial and social challenges, made this transition especially challenging. At this new,
suburban, American high school, students and teachers alike treated me with a friendly
condescension. (There were, including me, three East Asian students at my high school.) On
my first day, my new acquaintances crowded around me without hiding the fact that they
saw me as a novelty: I was “the girl from China” that they needed to make more American.
Growing up, I had always been artistic. By the time I entered middle school, I was
taking extracurricular art classes every weekend, but it wasn’t until I moved to America that
art became an oasis. I spent hours on end shutting myself in my room, painting none stop.
9

Painting transported me away from the stresses in my life, and only in making art did I find
clarity, rhyme, and reason. At the end of high school, I clung to the arts as a lifeboat sailing
towards hope and sanity. At the Rhode Island School of Design, I met an entire group of
people who, just like me, had been saved by the arts.
Finding such a supportive community was, and still is, an immense treasure.
However, as my initial excitement waned, I gradually recognized a misalignment between
my own philosophies and the institutional ideology of artistic production: I sensed that there
was an almost exclusive emphasis placed on the merit of the end product which results
from the making process, while the significance of a creative experience was thoroughly
under-acknowledged. Even when the artistic process was discussed, it was almost always
discussed as a symbolic, performative action serving to further embed meaning in the final
product, and little attention was paid to what I viewed as the experiential journey of
making. Eventually, I began questioning this taken-for-granted assumption that the artistic
process must always be subservient to the artistic product, and that art making is, by nature,
an externalizing activity which takes the artist’s “being” (body, time, rigor) and turns it into
an immortal, inorganic “thing.” Could it be possible, I asked, to conceive of the art object as
some kind of bi-product of the artistic practice, so that we may understand
phenomenologically the creative process itself?
Kurt Vonnegut (2007) wrote in A Man Without a Country: “The arts… are a very
human way of making life more bearable. Practicing an art, no matter how well or badly, is
a way to make your soul grow.”(p.24) I was initially drawn to the arts because it was
growing my soul. It was not because it gave me beautiful things. The beauty of art
permeates every second of the making process, and it can only be felt so clearly while the
making is happening in the present tense. When a work is finished and hung on a wall, it is
hung there only for remembrance.
So, how do such thoughts connect back to arts education? I believe that, in order to
introduce more people to the beauty of art, we must mobilize them all as makers. To do so,
as a matter of urgency, we must redirect our attention as arts educators from the artistic
(bi)-products to rather focus on the experience of making. Also, we need to legitimize all
creative processes that have been demoted to the ranks of “craft,” “chores,” “doodling,”
“fidgeting,” “home-making,” and so on and so forth. We need to teach in a way which isn’t
preoccupied with evaluating the aesthetic merit of an art object. I believe doing so will
allow us to capture folks from all walks of life who claim that they “can’t draw.” We must
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convince them that it’s not a matter of whether they can draw, it’s a matter of whether they
would draw. We need to explain that making is just like throwing pebbles into a pond. And
the ripples generated by such an activity exist for only a fleeting moment, but the beauty
embodied in that moment is plain as day, and it is there for all to see.

Methodology
In pursuit of answers to my research questions, I drew from autobiographical
experiences, completed a literature review, and conducted interviews with administrators
and educators working in community-based, out-of-school arts educational organizations. I
examined existing scholarly discourse in four specific areas: (1) Characteristics of Quality in
(Arts) Education, (2) Flow, Creative Joy, and Internal Motivation, (3) Examining Existing
Aesthetic Hierarchies, (4) “Banking Education” and “Problem-Posing Education.”
In order to catalogue and better understand existing process-forward practices and
identify their common traits, the author conducted interviews with process-forward,
community-based, out-of-school arts learning organizations in the Greater Providence area.
A list of interview questions was established after the examination of literature and an
analysis of the Harvard Graduate School of Education (2018) report, Qualities of Quality.
The set of interview questions was adjusted for differing interview lengths and to better
cater to the peculiarities of various participating organizations. All six Interviews were
conducted remotely, and all lasted around 60 minutes. The responses were then analyzed in
order to identify traits, including process-forward student learning outcomes, that are
common to the selected organizations.

Scope and Limitation

- To make the investigation outcomes as relevant as possible to contemporary
practices, the interviews were conducted with practicing arts educators and
administrators currently operating within arts learning organizations. However, the
author recognizes that further research into the interviewees’ professional history and the
histories of the participating organizations would have resulted in a more
comprehensively contextualized understanding of the interview outcomes.
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- Since most organizations which participated in this research serve the youth and
young adults population, and because systemic art programs and art evaluation methods
are designed for and implemented with school-aged children, the findings of this
research pertains primarily to school aged youth. Further research is needed to generalize
findings to other populations.

- All participating organizations consulted for this investigation operate in the
Greater Providence area and serve the local population. Research is needed to identify
potential cultural and historical particularities of this area before making claims of
generalizability.

- It is important to recognize that this thesis is not bias-free. The thesis researcher,
advisor, reader, interviewees, and all literary materials are situated within the limits of a
Euro-American context. The author also acknowledges that structural racism and colonial
legacies are implicit in discussions that forefront a Euro-American point of view. Further,
critical interpretation of this text may well identify other biases implicit to this thesis. And,
in doing so, the author hopes such critique will contribute to a more inclusive
understanding of the questions explored here and thereby present a more equitable
point of view.

Structure and Content
This thesis is organized in the following manner:
1.

Setting the Stage: This chapter introduces how the author came to be interested in
this research topic from a personal perspective, explains the research methodology,
the work’s scope and limitations, and lays out the structure for the rest of the thesis.

2.

Establishing Context: The literature review addresses four areas of discourse:
Characteristics of Quality in (Arts) Education; Flow, Creative Joy, and Internal
Motivation; Examining Existing Aesthetic Hierarchies; “Banking Education” and
“Problem-Posing Education.”

3.

Learning in Dialogue: This section discusses findings from six interviews conducted
with arts educators and administrators working in informal arts learning
organizations in the Greater Providence area. The interview transcripts are edited and
12

organized in a way which front-stages the interviewees’ voices. The findings from
these interviews are then analyzed to arrive at a list of emergent traits.
4.

Looking Backwards and Forwards: Where do we Go from Here?: This concluding
chapter is dedicated to reflecting upon and drawing implications from the
established research outcomes.
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CHAPTER 2
ESTABLISHING CONTEXT

This chapter aims to establish context for the author’s original research through a
survey of scholarly literature. This literature review is organized into four sections, designed
to provide four distinct perspectives which support and contextualize process-forward arts
education. The four sections are: Characteristics of Quality in (Arts) Education; Flow,
Creative Joy, and Internal Motivation; Examining Existing Aesthetic Hierarchies; “Banking
Education,” and “Problem-Posing Education.” Each section is prefaced by a short list of
questions specifying the lens through which to interpret the following text.

Section 1: Characteristics of Quality in(Arts) Education
•

What makes arts learning uniquely valuable?

•

What are some methods and conditions for achieving high quality arts learning?

•

What frameworks exist for identifying quality arts learning, and are they sufficient?

When it comes to identifying characteristics of quality arts education, Heath & Roach
(1999) suggested that powerful after school arts experience is first and foremost
characterized by “challenge … and extraordinary expectations and achievements” (p.22).
These arts learning organizations center youth-agency by encouraging them to take risks
and assume responsibilities. In the article “Imaginative Actuality,” the authors discuss the
significance of predictable risk. Within certain informal arts learning programs, the potential
risks (performing at high-stakes events, fear of failing in front of an audience, etc) involved
compel youths to engage with others in constructive and generative ways while holding
themselves to a higher standard. Youths learn to “intensify the quality of their interactions,
products, and performances” (Heath & Roach, 1999, p. 26).
Within quality arts learning organizations, youths are given a unique opportunity to
think in terms of hypotheticals and practice “developing future scenarios, explaining ideas,
arguing for a particular tactic, and articulating strategies” (p.25). Moreover, the tools of
critique teaches youths to engage with serious, important questions with insight and
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respect, which can lead to deeper introspection and emotional clarity. Youths state that the
arts allow them to release “pent-up feelings” (p.30), while simultaneously gaining distance
to “take time to think and to listen” (p.30).
In the report The Qualities of Quality (2009), researchers attempt to provide a
framework for systematically mapping markers of quality in arts education. Authors Seidel,
Tishman, Hetland, & Palmer argue that quality arts education can be observed through four
separate lenses: (1) Environment, (2) Pedagogy, (3) Community Dynamics, and (4) Student
Learning (Qualities 1-3 funnel into, and result in quality Student Learning, as seen in
diagram in the diagram below).
Quality arts education as viewed
through the lens of student learning is
marked by intense, immediate
engagement, “historical, contemporary,
[and] personal relevance (Seidel, Tishman,
Hetland & Palmer, 2009, p. 31),” Quality
arts teaching should be relevant to
students’ lived experiences, “their cultural
contexts, their needs, their expressive
languages, their background knowledge,
[and] their interests and activities” (p.36).
Moreover, the authors point out
that quality arts learning is marked by
constructive and functional community
relations, open communication, and
collaboration. “High stakes” (p.38),
“authentic learning experience” (p.38)
involved in art learning may become a “catalyst of that all-to-rare phenomenon - the
creation of a community” (p.38). These catalysts push students to bond with each other
based on “shared commitment, challenge, and/or identity” (p.38). Last but not least, quality
arts learning is also marked by authenticity and ownership. Students “value their own sense
of discovery” (p.31), and mentorship from teachers encourages students to “move beyond
just ‘doing the assignment’ and toward taking full responsibility for owning their
work” (p.31).
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In terms of evaluation, Qualities of Quality suggests that “[h]igh quality assessments
are authentic, formative, public, and carried out not only by the teachers but also by the
students, who engage in self-assessment” (p.57). Within the four evaluation movements
(NAS, NAEP, AP, IB) mentioned in Chapter 4 of Qualities (2009), the International
Baccalaureate program is the most experientially based. “Students keep research logbooks
documenting their process and self-assessment” (p.58). Within the IB program, the portfolio
is integral to assessing student learning. Student portfolios are evaluated for “imagination
and creative behavior, the capacity to pursue an idea or to develop a theme, the capacity to
express ideas [and] improve technical skills in multiple media” (p.58). Overall, Quality (2009)
suggests that current arts evaluation movements focus “more on intentions (goals,
standards), and products/culminating performances” (p.57), while the experiential side of
arts learning remains under-evaluated.

Section 2: Flow, Creative Joy, and Internal Motivation
•

What makes arts learning rewarding?

•

What do makers gain from arts learning?

•

Within the realm of arts education, are certain learning outcomes extendable to
other disciplines or transferable to other areas of social functioning?
An appropriate place to begin discussing arts learning and its embodied benefits may

be found in the works Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, whose research focuses on concepts of
enjoyment, play, and motivation. In a 2015 interview conducted by Karen Stansberry Beard
(2015), Csikszentmihalyi shared that in college, he became interested in models of human
behavior that is “as different from that of rats in a maze as [he] could find” (p.354).
Therefore, he began researching artists, who seemed more interested in the process of
making work than the finished product. In the transcript, Csikszentmihalyi said: “...Artists
strove more than anybody I knew who worked in a regular occupation. They were
completely immersed for hours (in making). But when they finish, the object, the outcome
was not important. Apparently, what was important was the striving, the process” (p.355).
Csikszentmihalyi once said: “[W]herever there is a need for the improvement of life,
Flow theory can point the way” (p.353). Flow state describes “a holistic sensation” (p.353)
experienced when people act with “total involvement” (p.353). Flow states occur more
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readily when tasks have “clear goals, immediate feedback, and balance of challenge and
skill” (p.358). Within the context of schooling, Art classes and group work most readily
produce Flow states. Csikszentmihalyi notes that countries with high Flow achievements
have school systems that are “integrated” (p.360) with family and community. He speculates
that this is because “...students feel that they are not just being sent to an anonymous,
faceless institution where they’re lost among other kids, but it’s part of the extension of
their family” (p.361).
Therefore, Csikszentmihalyi urges against the temptation to “get kids pushed
through the system as cheaply as possible” (p.361) through a divestment of parental
attention. He said: “Education really needs to take the whole child into consideration, not
just the cognitive side. In Montessori schools, from day one children are held responsible for
the wellbeing of their classmates. That may not get them good SAT or ACT scores, but for a
good life it’s probably more important” (p.362)”
In a 2019 article discussing applications of Flow theory in high schools, researchers
Beese & Martin conduct qualitative research and suggest that when high school aged
youths engage in project-based arts learning, they experience Flow states. The authors
argue that project-based arts learning is an opportunity for Flow as well as for students to
practice employing “multiple levels of cognition, including analysis, synthesis, evaluation,
creativity, and metacognition, among others” (Beese & Martin, 2019, p. 22). Furthermore,
they suggested that Flow is a “powerfully motivating force” (p.9) associated with internally
motivated learning and increased cognitive functioning. Additional evidence correlates arts
education with better “academic achievement, student engagement, motivation, and
thinking skills” (p.5). Arts integration in K-12 schools is also correlated with improved socialemotional learning, which includes “greater levels of self-efficacy and selfconfidence” (p.11), “proclivity for civic engagement” (p.11), perseverance, as well as critical
and creative skills.
Moreover, Beese & Martin (2019) suggested that one way in which schools may
cultivate intrinsic motivation is by providing “self-determined learning” (p.9), which makes
students feel “competent, self-directed, and self-efficacious” (p.9) and fulfills “the inherent
desires to feel connected to, affected by, and engaged or immersed in the learning process”
(p.9).
Outside of a K-12 context, research has shown that arts learning may also benefit
adults. In the article “More than a Hobby: Adult Participation in the Informal Arts”,
17

researchers suggest that one way in which informal arts learning benefits adults is by
exposing them to a more diverse and meritocratic social order. The authors discovered that
“considerable diversity exists in informal arts venues across racial/ethic lines, by age, and by
occupations or socioeconomic status” (Wali, Marcheschi, Severson & Longoni, 2001, p.
220), and “normative hierarchies created by societal inequities'' (p.220) are subverted, and
accepted with ease” (p.220). These researchers speculate that “respect is given on a basis of
skill, longevity with the group, or commitment of time and energy” (p.220), and this
meritocracy is, they argue, “necessary … to achieve its goal of artistic excellence and to
ensure that people continue to participate” (p.220).
Participating in the informal arts also provides participants with the opportunity to
practice a variety of social skills. “Humor and deflection are used to allow different styles and
talents to coexist” (p.220). Participants shared in the article that participating in the informal
arts has taught them to more easily build relationships with strangers, and that “they have
learned to be patient with people of differing abilities and to recognize strengths in people
“(p.227).
Furthermore, the article also reports that participants of informal art organizations
become more “willing to take action to change things” (p.227) and less afraid to speak out.
One amatuer drummer is reported as saying that through playing the drums, she is “finding
[her] own voice” (p.227). She is quoted in the article to have said: “When I can make my
drums sound the way I want it to, I will no longer be afraid to speak” (Wali, Marcheschi,
Severson & Longoni, 2001, p. 227).
Borrowing language from disability theory, we may be able to gain a bird’s eye view
and see more comprehensively how arts education could potentially improve social equity
and justice. In the realm of disability theories, “social role valorization” (Vick & SextonRadek, 2008, p. 4) is a non-clinical approach to rehabilitation. It broadly considered how
“individuals who are socially marginalized due to their impairments, disordered behaviors,
physical characteristics, social rebellion, poverty, skill deficits, or cultural differences” (p.5)
may be centered through “intervention strategies which shift public perception, changing
social image, and improving personal competencies” (p.5). Within this context, processforward arts education, which focuses on cultivating embodied, social-emotional benefits,
could be seen as an intervention strategy which empowers marginalized individuals
communities to better navigate the existing social order. Staying within the realm of
disability theories, process-forward arts education which emphasizes embodied learning
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outcomes may see further alignment between its intention and the “disability rights (p.5)”
perspective, which views as its “ultimate goal (to affirm disabled individuals’) freedom to
choose, to belong, to participate, to have dignity, and the opportunity to achieve (Vick &
Sexton-Radek, 2008, p. 5).”

Section 3: Examining Existing Aesthetic Hierarchies
•

What influences our aesthetic sensibilities?

•

What’s the social and cultural significance of including historically undervalued
aesthetic representations in arts education?

•

Are there ways to center the significance of an (art) object outside of its perceived
aesthetic merit?
First and foremost, it is perhaps important to acknowledge that our preferences for

certain art objects are “influenced (if not largely determined) by larger social ideologies of
our era” (Garber, 1991, p. 53). Our concepts of what constitutes good art is informed,
according to Garber, by “dominant ideological representations of the world,” (p.60) and
“[t]hese ideologies include economic interests, moral interests, and the class interests of an
economically powerful elite.” (p.62)
Therefore, it may be reasonable to infer that our judgement of aesthetic values is
actually shifting rather than stationary, learnt rather than innate, opinionated rather than
objective. Through this lens, we may begin to critically unpack our insistence on cultivating
aesthetic success in student works, and we may begin to see such insistence within an
assessment model as an uncritical alignment with hegemonic values. More importantly,
once we acknowledge the fact that our notion of beauty is largely constructed as a result of
our social context, we may begin affirming all artistic voices as authentic and uniquely
valuable irrespective of how they measure up against prevailing aesthetic preferences.
In an article titled “What? Clotheslines and Pop beads Aren’t Trashy Anymore?”
Congdon & Blandy (2005) explore the significance of kitsch aesthetics and offer another
argument for affirming the cultural significance of aesthetically undervalued objects and
practices. In the postmodernist era, kitsch has become associated with aesthetic pluralism
and the artistic value rooted in the humdrum of the everyday. In the article, the authors
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quote researchers Bartis & Bowman (2000) in asserting the political significance of kitsch
aesthetic in a democracy:
The material culture of everyday life in a democracy is associated with the
plurality of ways in which people assemble, work, and act together for a variety of
political, aesthetic, economic, familial, religious, and/or educational purposes. In
coming together to share celebratory experiences of everyday events, people
generate creative and symbolic forms such as ‘custom, belief, technical skill,
language, literature, art, architecture, music, dance, drama, ritual, pageantry,
handicraft” (Congdon and Blandy, 2005, p. 202).
In the same article, Congdon & Blandy (2005) further describe the significance of
kitsch aesthetics in relation to the everyday:
Participating in this way equips us with the ability to communicate what is
important; it grants refuge; it allows us to respond to the problems and challenges
associated with everyday life: it provides amusement and pleasure, and livelihood;
and it exemplifies ingenuity. The inclination to be creative is so ordinary that it is
often overlooked for the extraordinary contribution it makes to such commonplace
activities as cooking, fishing, keeping house, gardening, computing, and the
multitude of other endeavors required in daily life” (p.202).
In Everyday Aesthetics, Saito (2017) writes about the significance of acknowledging
negative aesthetic textures. She suggested that the word “aesthetic” can be used
honorifically as well as in a classificatory sense. In other words, “aesthetic” could refer to an
association with the “beautiful, aesthetically positive, or artistically good” (p.27), or it could
simply mean all that “has to do with sensitivity-mediated responses to various cultural sites
and activities” (p.28), which is “in itself value neutral” (p.28). Even if a certain experience is,
Saito argues, one of “dreary drudgery, it does not render it anesthetic; rather, it is still an
aesthetic texture… through negatively experienced” (p.28). Further, Saito (2017) suggests
that it is important to acknowledge that aesthetics can “affect us positively or
negatively” (p.28), because the power of aesthetics (positive and negative), may be
employed for manipulation.
In “Craft as Activism,” Garber (2013) uses craft as an entry point to further
interrogate established aesthetic sensibilities. She suggests that the association between
craft objects and the aesthetically unfavorable may be understood simply as “covert attacks
on the bad tastes of the lower classes” (p.58). Garber makes the point that when discussing
certain craftworks, it is important to remember that “its practitioners value ‘the radical
potential’” (p.58) of an activity over the actual object. The focus, as well as the making, is
20

conceptual and communal. Garber also quotes Bourriaud in saying : “What artists produce
is ‘first and foremost relationships between people and the world’” (p.59).
Furthermore, through the lens of Relational Aesthetics, Garber suggests that
craftwork may be seen as “‘a dot on a line,’ where the art object is subsidiary to the
participation that surrounds it” (p.55). Craft, as a process-forward art activity, “develops
values and practices like mentorship, community-building, connection with other DIY
projects, and gender empowerment” (p.56). It is, according to Garber, “a politicized practice
of resourcefulness, local knowledge, and non hierarchical organizational forms” (p.56).

Section 4: “Banking Education” and “Problem-Posing Education”
•

In what ways may education be politicized, and for what end?

•

What purposes do education serve? And in what ways could those purposes be
problematized?

•

How could education radically center a student’s personal actualization?

Is our current (arts) education system serving our students? In Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, Freire (2018) coined the term “the ‘banking’ concept of education” (p.72) to
describe an existing, hierarchical, and unilateral pedagogical approach which views students
as passive “containers” (p.72) and education as “an act of depositing” (p.72). Freire criticizes
this approach as having a “mechanistic [and] static… view of consciousness” (p.77) and for
“annul[ing] the students’ creative power and … stimulat[ing] their credulity” (p.74). Freire
argues that banking education transforms students for the purposes and “interests of the
oppressors” (p.73), whose primary interest lies in “preserv[ing] a profitable
situation” (p.73).
In opposition to “banking education,” Freire described an alternative pedagogical
approach he termed “problem-posing” (p.79) education, which “consists in acts of
cognition, not transferrals of information” (p.79). Teachers and students co-construct an
egalitarian dynamic within which they work alongside each other to generate “true
knowledge at the level of the logos” (p.81). Problem-posing education prioritizes dialogue
and seeks to cultivate criticality and creativity. “In problem-posing education, people develop
their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with which and in which
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they find themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in
process, in transformation” (p.83).
An extension of Freire’s theory in praxis may be found in bell hooks’ (2017) Teaching
to Transgress. In this book, hooks reflects upon her own pedagogical approach as informed
by Freire and Thich Nhat Hanh. Hooks wrote that Freire’s “insistence that education could be
the practice of freedom” (p.14) informed her to lead classrooms centered around critical
awareness and structured by student participation. Hooks asserts that in order for learning
to begin “deeply and intimately” (p.13), teachers must be caring and adaptable, have “the
will and desire to respond to [students’] unique beings” (p.13) and to “teach in a manner
that respects and cares for the souls of our students” (p.13).
Further reflecting on her own pedagogy, hooks describes her alliance with Thich
Nhat Hanh’s writing which emphasizes “wholeness” (p.14) - as a “union of mind, body, and
spirit” (p.14). Reading Thich Nhat Hanh encouraged hooks to conceptualize a studentteacher relationship within which everyone “regards one another as ‘whole’ human beings,
striving not just for knowledge in the books, but knowledge about how to live in the world”
(p.15). Thich Nhat Hanh’s work has also inspired hooks to consider “the teacher as a
healer” (p.14), whose own “inner well-being” (p.17) and “self-actualization” (p.17) are
paramount for her success in guiding her students to “live fully and deeply” (p.22).
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CHAPTER 3
LEARNING IN DIALOGUE

Between January and February of 2021, the author conducted six interviews with
representatives from various arts educational organizations from the Greater Providence
Area. The following chapter is organized as a collection of “mini essays,” each concerning
itself with the pedagogical practices at one of these community-based arts organizations.
Each essay is prefaced with the official description of the corresponding organization as
found on the organization’s website. It is important here to acknowledge that the interview
transcripts have been edited for narrative coherence, with an emphasis on preserving the
interviewee’s unique syntax and diction so that their “voices” may be heard authentically.
The six representatives are: Emily Ustach, Deputy Director from New Urban Arts,
Xander Marro and Pippi Zornoza, Co-Founders of The Dirt Palace, Christina Strachoff,
Marketing and Design Coordinator from PeaceLove, Chloë Kline, Education Director and
Resident Musician from Community MusicWorks, Camille Montano, Program Manager from
City Arts, and Brad Fesmire, Artistic Director from RIverzedge.
All interviews were roughly 60 mins in length and were conducted online in
accordance with government mandates for social distancing during COVID-19. Although a
common list of interview questions were prepared in advance for all six interviews, the
prepared questions were not delivered in the same exact manner during all interviews.
Impromptu changes were made to the established list of interview questions in response to
the flow of conversation as well as for the purpose of better understanding the various
proclivities of disparate programmatic models.
It is worth noting that, while almost all the organizations represented have a mission
statement focused on equitable access, and therefore are concerned with reaching
traditionally underserved communities (financially disadvantaged, BIPOC, etc), all
representatives who responded to the interview request are white (or white-passing). In
order to develop a more comprehensive understanding of these organizations’ internal
dynamics as well as their relationships to their student bodies, further research would have
to take into account voices of BIPOC students as well as BIPOC employees. Within arts
educational organizations, consideration should be taken to ensure that BIPOC students see
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people of color represented in their mentors and role models, as well as to ensure that all
employees have equitable access to managerial and higher-paying positions.

Conversing With Educators

- New Urban Arts “Founded in 1997, New Urban Arts is a nationally-recognized community arts
studio for high school students and emerging artists in Providence, Rhode Island.
Our mission is to build a vital community that empowers young people as artists and
leaders to develop a creative practice they can sustain throughout their lives.
Our free, year-round out-of-school programs promote sustained mentoring
relationships between urban high school students and trained artist mentors—who,
together, engage in youth leadership, risk taking, collaboration, and self-directed
learning. We are grounded in the belief that in order to fulfill the promise of our
democracy, all young people, no matter their place in society, should have the
opportunity to become more creative and independent thinkers.”
Interviewee: Emily Ustach, Deputy Director

At New Urban Arts, students have full discretion over when, whether, and how they
engage with the organization. As a result of the drop-in format, the youth/mentor
relationship at NUA is highly individualized. Emily shared that NUA staff and educators are
highly intentional in cultivating relationships with students as they drop by: “[O]ur more
regular attendants [are] without a doubt developing relationships with our adults. … Our
Studio Director would say hi to them and ask how they’re doing every time they walk
through the door. Even if that’s the extent of their engagement with our adults, that
contact is still happening every time they come in, and that’s already huge.” Emily further
explained that for students who visit NUA regularly, when “they come in, … they know
exactly where they’re going, or they’re looking for an exact person.”
As an example of youth/mentor relationship, music students tend to have “super
strong” relationships with the music mentors. Emily suspects this is because they “speak the
same language,” and they have the leisure of connecting outside of a school setting to talk
informally and broadly about their interests in music. “Being able to bond and connect over
a shared language is huge. Even if the time you spend with somebody isn’t super consistent,
that connection can still form pretty quickly,” Emily said. In addition, Emily shared that the
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expertise of the sewing mentors also frequently prompts students to quickly bond with
them. “Even if [the student is] only com[ing] for one project, and [the NUA staff] never sees
them again,” Emily said, “For our students, it can be so important to have an adult who’s
there to answer their questions and to help them realize their visions. That [accessibility] is
just awesome, and there aren’t many places in … teenagers’ lives where that opportunity is
there.”
New Urban Arts is a platform for youths to build mentor/mentee relationships with
adults as well as amongst themselves. Emily explained that at NUA, there is a student
leadership group called “the Studio Team Advisory Board, or ‘STAB’, which is an acronym
they (the youths) came up with.” Emily jokingly expressed her dissatisfaction at the acronym
with an eyeroll and a smile. She said: “There are a lot of natural leadership opportunities
built into being in the Studio Team Advisory Board, and there's also a lot of peer to peer
support that happens there.” One of STAB’s responsibilities is giving new student
orientations, and Emily shared that “it’s always more impactful when the [orientation] tour
comes from another student, so the new student can feel like they already know somebody
in the studio even if they're coming for the first time. (There are no schedules set for STAB
members to attend NUA. Emily shared that STAB members are asked to “make a
commitment to be in the studio at least once or twice a week, but the exact schedule as
well as the the length of their stays are completely up to them.”)
The flexibility of participating as a part of the NUA studio allows students to engage
with the organization on their own terms. Youths are able to design how to pursue their
creative endeavors while fulfilling myriads of other responsibilities such as sports, Student
Government, a part time job, or taking care of family members. Emily shared: “Because
we're not asking them to make a commitment, … [i]t offers them a lot of freedom to know
that they have access to the space whenever they want. It's a space for them that doesn't
dictate when and how they engage with it… . The flexibility allows them to fit creativity into
their lives in a way that works for them.”
In addition to having choice over when to participate, youths at NUA also have
significant agency to pursue projects “driven by their interest.” As an example, a youth may
design a logo, digitize it, and screen print it on a bunch of t-shirts. “The drive for this project
[would] come from the student. It’s not us saying: ‘Okay, everybody create a logo!’”
Outside of practicing art-making skills, the informality and the “invisibility of … structure” at
NUA “makes for a good social growth experience.” Because the student/teacher relationship
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is not explicit, youths get the opportunity to practice “go[ing] up to somebody (who is not a
teacher or parent) and ask[ing] for something.” Furthermore, students get to practice
selecting and structuring a community that is not assigned to them (classmates, family,
group, church members, etc.) “They get to figure out how to make new friends and become
comfortable talking to an adult when it isn’t clear whether they’re a teacher or not.”
“All these soft skills are good and important,” Emily shared, “Imagine if you’re a
youth, and your [predominant life] experience (at home, school, church etc,) [is showing]
up at a certain time and [being] told what to do. [A]ll you have to do is follow the [rules.]
Then, at the end of school, whether you’re going off to college, or trying to go into the
workforce, you’re all of a sudden met with very different expectations. Now you need to
advocate for yourself, … build your own community, [and] ... learn how to ask for help. We
can’t expect students to all of a sudden have those skills if they’ve been fed a script all life
long.”
Soft and social-emotional skills also constitute an important category for evaluation
at NUA. Through an end-of-year survey, students self-report on questions such as “whether
[they] are open to trying new things, whether they’re confident, or whether they’re
developing ways to be creative that expresses who they are.” In particular, Emily shared that
NUA is focused on ensuring that their students are having positive relationships with adults
who are not their parents: “There are tons of studies … [on how t]hose relationships are
incredibly beneficial for young people. We want students to feel comfortable in developing
relationships with somebody that's not a teacher or a parent … and [to] feel … safe and
supported.”
When asked about the single most important thing she wishes students could take
away from NUA, Emily said that she hopes “students would understand that although New
Urban Arts is special, it's also not. They have the ability to recreate space like New Urban
Arts and to recreate these experiences in their lives outside of New Urban Arts. That power
lies in them, and the world needs it. I think our students know that the world needs it. …
[T]hey can create similar communities for themselves, where they’re able to explore, be
creative, and build connections.” Emily further shared: “NUA has this crazy mission
statement that talks about creating a lifelong creative practice. … We’re going on our 23rd
year, [and s]ome of our alumni that have stayed in touch with us have reported back that
the impact of having a creative practice that they’re able to come back to again and again is
huge.”
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When asked about her favorite part of her job, Emily said that for her, the most
wonderful part about working at New Urban Arts is “the opportunity to continue to work
with young people.” She praised New Urban Arts for having a “really strong connection
between the administrative people, the programming staff, as well as the students.” She
said that even though she works in an administrative role, she still has relationships and
connections with “a handful of folks (students) that come through the door, which is really
amazing.” Emily shared the staff “fuel[s] [themselves] with the energy, the excitement, …
[and] ideas that [students] bring.”

- The Dirt Palace “The Dirt Palace feminist art space was founded in 2000 in an abandoned
library building in the Olneyville neighborhood of Providence. The Dirt Palace is a self
organized collective that supports women artists by providing affordable studio
space, facilities, shared resources, opportunities, a culture of cooperation, and
maintains visibility in the community through a committed public arts presence and
long term relationships. Since 2000 the Dirt Palace has served as an incubator for
over 50 feminist artists, and has become an underground institution. Members work
together to create an environment conducive to challenging thoughts and radical
actions in order to cultivate our personal growth as individuals, and to foster the
development of strong, thoughtful, independent women who use their creative
awareness of the world to change it. The Dirt Palace is trans-inclusive, strives to be
accountable and to work intersectionally.
At any given time there are seven artists in residence or "members" of the Dirt
Palace. Together we have built and maintained studios and shared facilities that
include: seven live/work artist in residence spaces, a library, a large shared kitchen, a
print shop (specializing in screen print and letterpress), a music rehearsal space, a
wood shop, an animation/film editing suite, and a workspace for large projects.
Members co-curate the Dirt Palace Storefront Window Gallery - a monthly rotating
public art exhibition space. The gallery has showcased work by hundreds of
international, national and local artists as well as neighborhood groups and
community organizations.”
Interviewees: Pippi Zornoza and Xander Marro, Co-Founders
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One of the Dirt Palace’s co-founders, Xander, described how “capacity for change” is
built into their organizational framework. Every year, all current members of the Dirt Palace
residency community come together for “The Summit,” which is “an eight hour day where
[they] all get together and talk about how to change the Dirt Palace.” In addition, there is an
“Occupancy and Consciousness Document,” which is an iterative document which outlines
the logistics of being a Dirt Palace residence (house rules, rent, etc) as well as community
guidelines. This can include “how people are expected to treat each other and what their
roles are to be at the Dirt Palace.” At the conclusion of each Summit, they “go back to [the
Occupancy and Consciousness Document] and think about what’s wrong and what isn’t
working in it.” Xander said: “Having a document that is expressly iterative makes it clear to
our members that rules can be changed, and I think that’s really important.”
Xander shared that the Dirt Palace’s rhetoric around gender has also changed over
time. When the organization was found in 2000, “the language [used by the founders to
describe the organization] … was ‘a women’s art space.’” Over the years, as transgender
members have joined the Dirt Palace, “[the Dirt Palace] has changed over time to talking
about [itself] as a ‘feminist space.’” Xander said: “Flexibility is really the hallmark of the Dirt
Palace, and it’s one of our core values. Change is what we’re here for. Our project is about
figuring out how to change ourselves and the world around us, as well as how to move
through changes and grow. … I think what we’re trying to get into is how to be something
that is constantly shifting and to be comfortable with that.”
When asked about what they looked forward to on a daily basis in running the Dirt
Palace, both Xander and Pippi said they are invigorated by the presence of their resident
artists. Pippi said: “There’s so much that’s inspiring about [what] our artists are making and
wanting to communicate. [This sense of inspiration is also] very enmeshed with the
relationships we have with them on all … levels. Some of those relationships are really
intimate, while others are very casual. But in any case, relationships really keep us going.”
The idea of “being alongside other artists and being able to work alongside them” has been
“central to the Dirt Palace project since the early days.” Pippi further said: “Personally, … the
biggest takeaway has been the relationships that I’ve built through this project. Most
obviously, I’ve been working [so intimately] with someone like Xander for 20 years, and that
has been extremely valuable to me and has helped me grow.”
At the conclusion of the interview, Xander shared some ambitions she has for the
Dirt Palace’s future: “In a more [expansive] view, the project is about shifting culture
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towards a perspective that makes more space for artists, [which] values creativity over
things such as war-making… . In terms of the bigger picture, the Dirt Palace project is about
shifting culture so that we value human expression over human destruction.”

- PeaceLove PeaceLove began in 2009 when cousins Matt (Kaplan) and Jeff (Sparr) set out
to create a movement the mental health community could rally behind. A movement
that encouraged creativity, self expression, community, and storytelling. … In early
2009, Jeff and his cousin Matt purchased a bunch of art supplies and headed to a
children’s intensive treatment unit at the local psychiatric hospital. ...The kids not
only had fun but were able to communicate through their art in ways that they
couldn’t in words. This experience inspired the creation of PeaceLove. … In 2015,
PeaceLove launched their CREATORS Program, training professionals to use the
PeaceLove workshops with their populations. Since then, PeaceLove has impacted
more than 65,000 lives.
Interviewee: Christina Strachoff, Marketing and Design Coordinator

At PeaceLove, student Creators may choose to stay in contact with each other after
training through a Facebook group called “The Exchange.” On The Exchange, Creators may
share information amongst themselves as well as get invited back to later PeaceLove events.
Christina said: “The Creators have relationships with each other, and that is unique to
PeaceLove. They not only get a piece of training, but also a community forum.” Christina
also shared that compared to other training organizations, PeaceLove emphasizes relaying
its “the whole ethos and the philosophy.” “At PeaceLove, there’s a much stronger
connection to an overarching brand and ethos, and there’s … a much stronger connection
to a community.”
In addition, Christina shared that an important takeaway for PeaceLove student
Creators is the importance of self care: “I’ve noticed that on … The Exchange, Creators will
ask each other how they care for themselves on weekends and share things like: ‘Hey, I
painted this thing, what are you making?’ Or: ‘Here’re my chickens, and they lay eggs in my
backyard and I love them!’ There’s a [sustained] community that’s created through their
participation in [PeaceLove], and they get a platform to talk about things they love and ...
make them happy. This community motivates them to do … self care, because there’s this
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group of people that wants to hear about these things from you and talk to you about
them.”
Furthermore, the concept of safe space is essential to PeaceLove’s training programs.
Workshops are structured around safe space and creative guidelines, which promotes openmindedness, respect, and a suspension of prejudice. Importantly, the guidelines also state
that “participants have … agency over what they share, so they can share as much as they
want or as little as they want.” Christina said: “We very much stand for creating … spaces
where people can listen to each other and … share, especially when it comes to things that
can be difficult to talk about.” She further shared: “[T]he sharing portion of our workshop is
so important. [C]reating is just a vehicle for conversations. ... One thing we teach our
Creators is that people have the option to share, and they can share as much or as little as
they want. We have found that the sharing portion really is key. There’s just a kind of release
that comes with sharing your feelings with people - to have people listen to whether you’re
feeling happy or sad, so sharing is a big part of the workshops.”
In conclusion, Christina shared that PeaceLove “see[s] art-making as about process
and not about product. [The] workshops are not necessary about creating beautiful pieces
of art. They’re about the process of making and sharing as a way to build connections and
to feel better.”

- Community Music works “To create cohesive urban community through music education and
performance that transforms the lives of children, families, and musicians. Our
model is centered around the teaching, mentoring, program design, and
performance activities of our musicians-in-residence, the MusicWorks Collective. …
As we enter our third decade, Community MusicWorks continues its work as a
community-based organization that uses music education and performance as a
vehicle to build lasting and meaningful relationships between children, families, and
professional musicians. … Founded in 1997 by Sebastian Ruth with start-up funding
from the Swearer Center at Brown University, the program began with just fifteen
students. Today, CMW is a thriving organization with thirteen resident musicians and
more than 125 students. Resident musicians teach instrument lessons in violin, viola
and cello, mentor students, organize events, and perform as the ensemble
MusicWorks Collective in a robust concert series throughout Providence and
surrounding communities.
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Our students, who live predominantly in Providence’s South Side
neighborhoods, receive instruments free of charge and participate in a variety of
activities, including lessons, studio classes and workshops. The success of our
program is demonstrated by a 90 percent student retention rate from year-to-year.
CMW receives strong ongoing support locally and from our growing community of
supporters across the U.S. and beyond.”
Interviewee: Chloë Kline, Education DIrector and Resident Musician

At Community MusicWorks, the average length of student retention is four and a
half to five years. As a student enters CMW, he/she is “paired with an individual teacher,
[which] tends to be [his/her] primary relationship.” Chloë said: “The relationship with a
teacher is a part of what makes kids really stick with [practicing an instrument.]”
Since 2006, Community MusicWorks has been running a 2-year fellowship program
where young professional musicians work as teaching artists for CMW students. Chloë
shared that the reason for organizing such a program is in no small part due to growing
demand from students to access CMW curriculum. As the program became more popular,
educators at CMW resisted diluting the program and sacrificing deep mentor/student
relationships to serve a wider audience: “Rather than trying to serve 1000 kids, which we
won't do well, we decided to train people through the fellowship program so that they can
go out and do something similar to us. This would be our way to reach more people in
more places. … The deep connections have really been our focus. We’ve been [expanding
our staff], because we’re really trying to figure out what’s a good balance for a musician What’s the number of students that they can really work with on a deep level while still
having the time to practice and perform as a practicing musician?”
At the beginning and end of every semester of CMW, each student is scheduled to
meet with their primary teacher in order to develop individual learning plans. During these
meetings students write down “what they want to learn, how they want to do it, and what
they need in order to be able to learn.” Students would propose to learn specific techniques
and songs, and the teachers would then “make transparent to kids the steps they need to
take in order to achieve their goals.” For example, if a student proposes to learn vibrato, the
teacher may suggest setting aside 10 minute each day during practice to practice scales.
Chloë said: “This is … built around student choice. … [T]heoretically, once we make the plan
clear to a student, they can say: ‘Oh gosh, forget it! I don’t want to do that!’ This doesn’t
usually happen - They’re usually like: ‘Gung-ho!’”
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When students do not meet their goals, failures are made into teachable moments.
Chloë shared: “Sometimes, learning can take longer than we think… [In that case, when]
we come back at the end of the semester [to evaluate progress,] the student may say: ‘Well,
I didn’t learn this, and I failed.’ - This is a really important moment to make clear to them
that they didn’t fail; (they just haven’t achieved their goals yet.) We ask the students to look
at the learning plan and say: ‘These are the things … we needed to do, and look! You did
this one, and your hand did get a lot looser. … [Y]ou’ve made a lot of progress.’ Then, we
ask them: ‘Do you want to keep going towards this goal? And if so, what do you think we
need to do?’”
Chloë commented: “[O]ur individual learning plan is a lot about helping students
articulate what their goals are for themselves and … figuring out how to support them to
achieve those goals. … [This is] about feeling like you have the agency to set your own goals
and achieve them. [A] lot of times, at a lot of places, we talk about agency, but I'm not sure
we always think about how to give students the skills they need to attain agency [and]
support their own agency. One thing we [prioritize] is helping students articulate goals, …
figure out the steps to achieving those goals, and to get the support they need.
At CMW, students learn from their teachers as well as from their peers. Chloë
shared: “[T]he advantage of (having student mentors) is enormous. [T]hat’s one of the
biggest things. … [A] lot of it is about identity. It’s about seeing somebody who you’re close
to in age, ...who’s playing your instrument at a higher level. [Y]ou can’t underestimate the
importance of seeing somebody that you relate to doing something well.”
In addition, at Community MusicWorks, students are invited to be creative and
practice improvisation on the instruments as soon as possible,” even if the result of their
experimentation isn’t always successful. Chloë shared that once students establish a
rudimentary technical foundation, teachers make sure that the learning process is “fun,” and
students have “choices about what they’re doing with their fingers. For example, if we’re
learning a climbing song, we would let our kids choose what rhythm to strike with their
bow. They get to do any rhythm they want. They don’t make great music, but it’s about
introducing choice. The more we do that at early ages, the more we can invite kids to spend
time coloring outside the lines on the instrument, and the more they can feel like they’re
expressing themselves.”
Historically, Community MusicWorks has only worked within 5 particular zip codes
(According to the CMW website: Federal Hill, but not Downtown; Washington Park, but not
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Cranston; South Providence and Elmwood; Mt. Pleasant, but not Smith Hill; West End,
Olneyville, and Silver Lake). Chloë shared: “The neighbourhoods we [have selected to] work
with are neighbourhoods in Providence that are really culturally rich … but have been
traditionally very under-resourced.” Initially, the goal was to reach kids who would
otherwise not have access to music education. However, as demographics shift, and
neighborhoods gentrify, CMW has formed a committee that is re-evaluating its service area
in order to “find people who could most use [the CMW] program.”
Additionally, at Community MusicWorks, a lot of thought is put into interrogating
“the baggage that comes with classical music.” During the interview, Chloë acknowledged
that classical music tends to bring with it an inherent, biased value system centered around
White Supremacy and Eurocentrism. Therefore, although most teachers at CMW “grew up
with that system,” they still are actively pursuing the difficult endeavor of “disrupting [such]
norms.”
At the end of the interview, Chloë shared her hopes for her students:
“Fundamentally, I wish they would understand that their voices are really important and that
every person is creative. Every person has both the ability and the responsibility to engage
creatively with their community. Also, I want them to take away the skill of goal setting and
goal achieving. Those things are important too, but I think fundamentally, it's about voice
and community.” Chloë believes that a lot of those impacts would be made by students
who go out into the world and seek to be “in community with people the way they have
been at Community MusicWorks, which means listening deeply … and [being] collaborative
and thoughtful partners.”

- City Arts “For 25 years our mission has stayed the same: ensuring Providence youth
have equal access to performing and visual arts programs, unhindered by socioeconomic barriers. Since 1992, ¡CityArts! has offered free in-school, after-school,
and summer arts education to thousands of the city’s youth, ages 8 - 14. We believe
an arts education is central to youth empowerment, community building, and social
change…”
¡CityArts! offers classes in visual arts, design, music, dance, digital media,
theatre, and creative writing. Our classes are capped at 15 youth, allowing for
authentic relationship building between peers and teaching artists. Our programs are
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based in a Positive Youth Development model, which nurtures our students’
confidence in themselves and in their mastery of artistic techniques. ¡CityArts! also
provides opportunities for youth to establish familiarity with local, community-based
organizations through our Networked Learning partnerships. These collaborations
introduce our youth to communities outside of their own and inspire future highereducation aspirations.
¡CityArts! makes available daily pre-program care while our classes are insession. Before program hours, young artists receive: a free hot meal; homework
help; and a safe, supportive environment to make art and new friendships.”
Interviewee: Camille Montano, Program Manager

At City Arts, Young Artists spend up to five hours a week with Teaching Artists and
Mentors, and they can form close, trusting bonds with the adults as a result. “City Arts is not
like school. [It] tries to not be like school,” Camille shared. Students call adults by their first
names, and as a result of small class sizes, many one-on-one mentorships form. Camille said
that especially for their older students, having strong role models is important. She shared
that for those students, “[e]specially [those] who are really interested in being artists … or
are thinking about the world through an artist’s lens, it is super powerful to see adults that
reflect their (student’s) personal identities but are also weird and artistic, who are maybe
different from the adults they’ve met in their lives so far.”
In order to serve its students even more effectively, a lot of thought has been put
into reconsidering City Art’s structure. She said: “As folks with a fresh eye on City Arts, Taylor
and I have been purposefully trying to think critically about the role of the organization in
South Providence and how we can shape this organization to better serve the community.
This past summer, we adopted a two-pronged approach to revamping our organization.
On one hand, we’re thinking about using social justice as a lens and a framework for
how we connect the work we do at City Arts to what’s going on in the world around us. In
practice, that looks like, for example, when we come up with curriculums, making sure that
our projects are directly connected to our students' lived experiences and to show artists
that have identities that match that of our students. That also looks like hiring Teaching
Artists that share those identities with our students.
On the other hand, in terms of our culture, we are focused on this idea of restorative
practices, which is this idea that everything is rooted in strong personal relationships, so
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when harm does happen, we have relationships to fall back on and to grow and heal Restorative practice is basically the opposite of a punitive approach that typically takes place
in schools, which involves suspending kids, and giving them detention, that sort of things.”
In addition, City Arts is also improving its volunteer structure to include benefits such
as professional development. Camille said: “[B]efore this [change], I think the system was
bordering on being extractive. ... I think when you treat the role of a volunteer more
seriously, the volunteers in turn put more into that role.”
As a part of City Arts’ recent self improvement movement, Camille and her
colleagues are also considering ways to include more youth voices in the organization’s
decision making process. She stated the importance of this initiative by saying: “City Arts is
here for our students, and if they don’t have a voice in the organization, then we’re not
really doing what we say we’re doing.” Camille said that through her observation, she has
come to believe that young children are capable of making valuable contributions: “I think
there’s this idea that 8-to-10-year-olds don’t have strong opinions, or that they’re not
capable of having fully formed big ideas, and I really, really disagree with that. Having spent
so much time with elementary schoolers and young middle schoolers, I have found that
they have so many ideas, and they have great ideas! They can teach all of us so much about
the world we should be living in. ...I noticed that sometimes the younger kids are the ones
that are a lot more vocal about what they want to see in the world.”
However, Camille also acknowledges that there are structural difficulties in actually
involving young children in an organization’s decision making process: “I think our challenge
is coming up with a structure that makes sense for that developmental stage, … . I think we
have a big responsibility in not only engaging them in sharing ideas, but also making sure
that those ideas can happen. It’s one thing to give young people opportunities to share, but
if those ideas don’t go anywhere, that’s teaching them directly that they can’t impact
change. We’ve been trying to figure out the best way to go about this. What we have come
to is to have this small group of Young Artists meet twice a month to work collaboratively
on projects. They also take part in interviewing for Teaching Artists and working on projects
such as rewriting our mission statement. … We want to have their ideas really structure
what we’re doing.”
Camille shared: “I feel incredibly lucky to spend time with the students we work with.
They’re all so individualistic. Yesterday, I logged onto class a half hour early … , and this little
nine-year-old was also a half hour early. She’s been coming to classes for a while now, so
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we know each other, and we were just chatting. She’s one of those nine-year-olds that is
actually a thirty-year-old in a nine-year-old’s body (chuckle). I feel incredibly lucky to have
the space to make connections with young people, and I really strongly believe that they’re
our future. We need to provide them with a toolbox, but I don’t think we so much need to
empower them. I think they already have that power, and they already have that voice. We
just need to provide them with the tools, the space, and the positive role models, so that
they can live the way they want to live and get their voice out there.”

- Riverzedge “Riverzedge Arts uses innovative applied and work-based learning strategies
to teach art, design, and critical thinking to the youth of northern RI, providing our
participants as well as our community with a path to economic and cultural
sustainability.
… Riverzedge is built on the philosophy that art is a powerful force for social
change, and that creative entrepreneurship through the arts is a productive and lifechanging opportunity for teens. Today, our program areas enable youth to: 1)
develop leadership skills, 2) complete rigorous independent projects and create
complex works for clients and community partners that challenge them to work
collaboratively and develop high level emotional, behavioral and cognitive skills; 3)
solve problems creatively and overcome obstacles to complete projects through
multi-process execution and assessment; and 4) develop emotional intelligence and
maturity over long-term participation with wraparound support and built-in
incentives for high engagement and achievement.”
Interviewee: Brad Fesmire, Artistic Director

When the researcher asked how Riverzedge has changed over time, Brad replied:
“Well, that’s - you know, a five hour conversation (chuckle).” When Riverzedge was
founded, it was “really focused on working with kids within the context of a studio-based
practice, and [the program’s] mindset was very inward-looking.” Overtime, not only has the
program expanded to include digital media, photography, video production, a Green
Design lab, and a mobile studio program. Riverzedge’s philosophy has also evolved to
explore the social function of art and design. Informed by their changing philosophy,
Riverzedge “initiated a high school education reform initiative called Expanded Learning
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Opportunities at Woonsocket High School, [which] really started to connect [the
organization] further to [the] surrounding community. Brad shared: “Almost everything we
do now is looking outside the four walls of our studio building and really [seeing] our city or
state as a platform and a context for artistic intervention and change, which combines art
and history as well as art and the humanities. We [now] do everything through a lens of
affecting real world change through art and design.
In March 2020, Riverzedge shifted to conducting all programs online due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Brad shared that although there has been a burning desire for
students to return to the Riverzedge studio in-person, social distancing has mandated that it
be done exclusively remotely. Brad shared regrettably: “[V]irtual is not the same as in
person, especially for programs like ours. We’re doing our best to engage with our youth,
but they’re already online from 8 AM to 2:30 PM, and they jump online with us at 3 o’clock
for their work days. That’s a long-ass day to be online, and it sucks. … We’re doing the best
we can to keep them working on projects they would normally be working on. Where it
gets weird is when it comes to the human connection.”
Brad also shared that Riverzedge has decided not to bring onboard any new
Apprentices (students) until they can be back in-person. He said: “It is not the way to go. I
wouldn't want a new kid coming into an all virtual environment. ... I just think it's not a way
to get to know somebody, and it's not a way to build their skills. I would say that we’re lucky
that we have a close relationship with our kids, and they will still be themselves online, and
we get some really good participation. I don’t think that would happen if I started a new kid
just online. They’ll never get to meet me except through a computer screen or get to know
their fellow peers in person, so we won’t take new kids right now.”
At Riverzedge, youths are called Apprentices, and they are paid wages for their
labor. “Youths under 19 years old get paid slightly below minimum wage, and youths older
than 19 years old get paid minimum wage.” Youths choose to become a part of Riverzedge
for disparate reasons. Some are attracted by the compensation, others because Riverzedge
provides them with a creative platform. Historically, youths have also joined Riverzedge
because it offered them a stronger prospect of attending college.
During the interview, Brad shared that he is thinking about shifting Riverzedge’s
branding in a way which better acknowledges youth apprentices’ status as professional
artists and designers. He said: “I’m trying to change our [branding] to frame Riverzedge as
less of a youth arts organization and more as an art and design agency that employs youth
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artists as skilled laborers. … I'm trying to do that little paradigm shift where Riverzedge is
thought of as a community art and design think tank that happens to work with kids, …
where our adult teaching artists bring their creativity and experience to better empower
youths to solve creative problems.
Brad further addressed the authenticity of Riverzedge’s operations by saying:
“Riverzedge’s social enterprise model means that [youths] are doing real projects for real
clients.” Brad shared: “As an example, right now, [students] are designing COVID billboards
for BlueCross BlueShield, Rhode Island. The client really wants to keep mask-wearing in the
forefront of the public psyche, and our youths are the ones coming up with the designs and
the concepts of how to actually make that happen. The youths don’t [get to pick] who
contracts them and what for, or the format that their works would take - much like how
real-world designers work. But they use their expertise in design and their youth voices to
create professional, quality art and design works. It is really through the youth voices and
youth albor and youth innovations that those projects take shape. A lot of projects are predetermined by what clients need and reach out for, and it is important that we keep our
clients happy because we rely on the revenue generated from our social enterprise model to
keep our organization running.
Our social enterprise model replies on revenue coming in from client service.
Sometimes it's hard to follow through and churn out professional quality products for our
clients - our clients are not expecting kid-quality products; they’re expecting professional
products that just happen to have been made by kids. Sometimes it’s hard to meet clients’s
expectations while working with new members that come into our studios who need to be
caught up to speed in whatever studio they’re working in, while [also] making sure that our
students feel engaged and worthwhile. Right now, our goal is that a quarter of our yearly
budget comes from revenue generated from our products and services.”
During the interview, Brad also shared that he sees the work done by Riverzedge as
making a meaningful impact on the Woonsocket community in ways beyond youth
engagement: “We thought arts could solve a lot more than just art problems. Out of our
cockiness and our arrogance, we still believe that the arts is a powerful force for social
change in many areas, and not just inside the four walls of small arts organizations like the
one of our own. Everything we do now is through the lens of putting art to work in our
community, in ways that I think our community is not used to having art put to work. We
want our city leaders to understand that, for example, if you want to save Main Street,
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you're gonna need to include the arts in that, and maybe the arts would even be the main
driver for that. If you want to help reinvigorate the river and have the bike path through
there used, you're going to need art and design to really do a crucial part of that work. If
you want environmental change to happen, you're going to need art to make that stuff
happen. This is how we now see ourselves and see the works of this organization.
Riverzedge is helping out not only our kids but also our greater community.”
However, even though the Riverzedge program clearly cultivates artistic and design
skills, Brad said that he “[doesn’t] care if [students] become awesome artists.” When asked
about the most important thing youths could take away from apprenticing at Riverzedge,
Brad replied: “[It’s] self confidence, probably. I want them to be self confident, because I
think there’s too many things in their daily lives that tell them: ‘they can’t do this, they can’t
be that’ - even within their own families. The population we work with is reflective of the
demographic of Woonsocket (RI), and Woonsocket has the highest rate of poverty in the
state, the highest rate of teen pregnancy in the state, and the highest rate of child abuse
and neglect in the sate. From the moment our youths wake up till the time they go to bed,
they’re being told they can’t do shit and they can’t be anything. So, if they can leave
Riverzedge being more self-confident in the choices that they make, I think that might be
the most important thing we can do.”
“We wish for them (students) to gain a bird’s eye view of the bigger picture. We
want them to think and act like artists and be able to problem solve creatively and to use all
aspects of your brain. We want them to be self aware and be aware of what’s going on in
their community, which I think is really important. Especially in this past year, after the social
justice movement has taken place, our youths are now even more aware of themselves, of
the society, and of how it treats them. … Also, I don’t really care what our students do after
high school. I want them to do what they want to do and follow their passions or interests.
That could be taking a year off, it could be working in retail, that could be doing
PeaceCorps, that could be going to Harvard. I don’t really care what it is. I just want them to
be making a plan for something after they graduate.”
When asked about his favorite part of the job, Brad simply said: “There’s a daily
affirmation just in interacting with the kids. We’ve been having a lot of high level
conversations lately about social justice issues, and we’ve been working on a comic book on
identity-based violence that is meant to be a learning tool for teachers and other youths.
And yesterday, I was listening to a kid online speaking so openingly and honestly, and I’m
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blown away. Everyday, I’m like: ‘Oh shit, this is awesome, and we’re doing the right thing.’
Everyday, I am super proud of all the youth and our staff, and especially the youth.”
Brad characterized the relationship Riverzedge educators have with the youth as
being “very trusting and very close.” He said: “I think we're the thing that they can be
themselves around. When we were in-person, Riverzedge is like their second home, and
they prefer to be here as much as possible. I've been here for 15 years now, and I have kids
that I have known since 2005, who are almost 30 years old now that still stay in touch with
me.” Brad said that these past alumni still talk about their experiences at Riverzedge. He
said: “It’s funny, because a lot of the time, the feedback I get (from alumni) is not that
Riverzedge affected their artistic life, or that it made them better artists, although that does
happen. What I hear is that they gained valuable knowledge in things like time
management or creative thinking, or being responsible and being kinder human beings. I
think that is what they take away from here. You know, I actually really don’t care if they
become really good artists. I want them to become better people of the world, and better
people for themselves when they’re older, when there’s no longer this group of caring
adults or friends around them. How would they make their ways through the world around
them and make wise, responsible, and valuable decisions for themselves, whatever that
might be. That’s what I care about.”
Similar to how Chloë from Community MusicWorks spoke about her past students,
Brad shared that he sees alumni from his program as able to affect social change once they
leave the Riverzedge:“ If [our] kids are [positively] affected, and they leave here more self
confident, and more self assured, and better citizens of the world, even if there’s only 20 of
them. Those 20 kids, regardless of where they go, would affect the community around
them. One of our youths is applying to a school in Georgia. Say she goes to Georgia this
year and she stays there, her positivity would have a rippling effect there. Many of our kids
stay here in Woonsocket, and hopefully that same positive rippling effect would happen in
our community.

Emergent Themes
After analysing the interview transcripts, combined with insights gained as a result of
the review of related scholarly literature, the author unearthed six emergent traits of quality
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process-forward arts education common to two or more organizations represented. The
themes are:
1.

Deep relationships between mentor and mentee, as well as amongst peers

2.

Embodied and long term benefits as prominent intended student learning outcomes

3.

Student agency in setting personal creative direction as well as in influencing
organizational agenda

4.

Relevance and authenticity to student creative endeavors

5.

Capacity for changing organizational and programmatic structures in an effort to
better accomplish the organizations’ missions and serve students

6.

Educators/administrators find daily affirmation in interacting with students/youths

These six traits are deemed to be process-forward in nature, because they are
generated from this author's belief that students’ experiences with art-making are in and of
themselves generative sites of teaching and learning. It is, however, important to note that
these themes are in no way meant to function as a “check list” for qualifying processforward arts learning. And, further they should not be used as a rubric to score “how
process-forward” a certain program is. In fact, through analysis of the interview transcripts,
this author observes that these emergent themes of process forwardness manifests in
distinct ways and to different strengths in these particular organizational settings, and not
all themes were present in the conversations with all interviewees.
Although these themes are not meant to function for evaluative purposes, nor are
they presented here as a comprehensive, generalizable mapping of process-forwardness in
informal arts learning spaces, this author argues that they offer valuable insights as to ways
in which the theory of process-forwardness may manifest in practice. Further, this author
believes that the varied manifestations of process-forwardness as discussed in this chapter
speak to how process-forwardness may be a malleable, flexible guiding principle, which has
significant potential to be compatible with a wide range of organizational and
programmatic models, as well as, importantly, student demographics.
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CHAPTER 4
LOOKING BACKWARD AND FORWARD: WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

Before I joined the Department of Teaching + Learning in Art + Design and began
researching as an arts educator, I was a Painting major at the Rhode Island School of
Design. The four years I spent as a fine arts student offered me an invaluable opportunity to
immerse myself in a community of like-minded artists and to begin seeing the world
through an entirely different lens. I realized that images, and not only words, can be used as
a conveyor for incredibly intricate ideas as well as a powerful voice for pursuing activism.
This being said, I cannot help but say that, from my perspective, the RISD curriculum seems
regrettably flawed and incomprehensive.
Throughout the four years I spent as an RISD undergraduate student, and especially
as graduation approached in senior year, I witnessed my classmates go through frequent
and at times violent existential “fits,” during which their relationships with art-making would
temporarily break down - only to be repaired in order to beat the next looming deadline.
Since developing this thesis, I have also developed a hunch which blames my classmates’
breakdowns on how art was discussed on campus both in academic settings as well as in
social spaces - While since day one, there has been extensive conversation on how art may
be used as a vehicle for philosophy, or how students may keep “pushing” art as medium,
there was scant discussion on how art making is providing nourishment for students, or
what being an artist means outside of a strict studio context. In other words, there was not
much talk on what bell hooks meant when writing about “self-actualization.” My hunch is
that my friends were going through that kind of volatile, existential tumblings, because
what they once did for fun had become draining, and what was once playful had become
punishing and even injurious.
At the conclusion of my undergraduate studies, I became curious about whether
there could be an alternative pedagogical approach which is more holistic and sustainable
for its students. During thesis research, I came into contact with a plethora of scholarly
literature and was able to begin imagining a kind of arts education which is intense and
high stakes, but also joyful and nourishing. Out of all that I read for the purpose of this
thesis, I was most touched by bell hooks’ (2017) book Teaching to Transgress. In this book,
hooks wrote that she views students as “‘whole’ human beings, striving not just for
knowledge in the books, but knowledge about how to live in the world” (p.15) as well. This
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seemingly simple acknowledgement has complex and multifaceted implications. In one
way, hooks is talking about the importance of connecting classroom content to a broader,
real world context; in a deeper sense, hooks is also implying that students are inherently
curious about discovering their ways to be in the world in an existential sense. Therefore, in
order for (arts) education to truly fulfill students, it must be concerned with more than
teaching skills and facts.
After completing the literature review for this thesis, I interviewed six practicing
educators from various community-based arts organizations in the Greater Providence Area.
Through these conversations, I witnessed a myriad of ways in which traits of “processforwardness” are already embodied and operating within these community-based arts
programs. Not only was I delighted to have found echoes of my own thinking in established
and renowned arts educational programs, I was also grateful for the opportunity to study
the ways in which process-forwardness manifests according to different programmatic
structures and student demographics.
Moreover, I have been deeply inspired by how, in Csikszentmihalyi’s words, these arts
programs truly seem to be “tak[ing] the whole child into consideration” (Beard &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2015, p. 362). During my interviews, I asked the participants about what
they thought could be the most important thing for students to take away from studying at
these organizations, and Chloë Kline, Education Director at Community MusicWorks
responded:
Fundamentally, I wish they would understand that their voices are really important
and that every person is creative. Every person has both the ability and the
responsibility to engage creatively with their community. … [F]undamentally, it's
about voice and community.
After speaking with Chloë, I began seeing Community MusicWorks not as an arts
organization primarily focused on teaching classical music - Rather, CMW was an
organization which focuses on developing creative agency and social-emotional skills that
relied on classical music as a means towards that end. The same distinction applies also for
the other five organizations which participated in my research.
And now, at the completion of my thesis, I see traces of process-forwardness
emerging in my own pedagogical practice. Since December 2020, I have been mentoring a
high school student to create an original comic. We met for one hour every week to discuss
his progress and consider next steps. In April of this year (2021), 4 months after beginning
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the comic project, my mentee abruptly sent me a long text message saying that he had lost
momentum for the work, and had decided to quit the project. He explained to me that
while earlier stages to the project were “fun and enjoyable”, the process of creating the final
drawing was monotonous and “just [felt] like work.” He said: “I believe art is supposed to
make you feel free… [b]ut this is not making me feel that…” To be entirely candid, I
struggled for a long time deciding how I should respond to this text. On one hand, I wished
he could push through the drudgery and achieve the goal which he had set for himself, and
on the other hand, I had come to understand that “fun and enjoyable” within the context of
(arts) education should not be taken lightly. Although achieving goals is indeed very
important, that should not contradict one’s “inherent desires to feel connected to, affected
by, and engaged or immersed in the learning process” (Beese & Martin, 2019, p. 9). As a
mentor, I realized that I had the responsibility to aid my mentee as he strives to fulfill that
inherent desire. After some thought, I decided to endorse my student’s pursuit of more
enjoyable projects and move on from making this comic, and he has since made many
drawings, paintings, and animations with complete enthusiasm.
As I complete my thesis research, although I am far from becoming a learned arts
educator, I have surely started to develop my own unique perspective on the field of arts
education. I feel empowered by the scholarly literature I have reviewed as well as the
conversations I’ve had with established arts educators to keep developing a professional
practice centered around process-forwardness. As I conclude the last chapter of this thesis, I
would like to call back to the quote by Kurt Vonnegut (2007) mentioned in my opening
chapter: “Practicing an art, no matter how well or badly, is a way to make your soul
grow.” (p.24) Indeed, I believe process-forward arts education is a way to support students
in growing their souls, and after completing this thesis, I now believe, more certainly than
ever, that the growth of one’s soul is far more valuable than any precious artwork.
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